Introduction
Historians have long debated the extent to which the Fabian Society acted as John the Baptist to the Labour Party. The Fabians presented themselves as the single most important group in winning for socialism a foothold on British soil: they replaced the alien creed of Marxism with a gradualist constitutionalism suited to British traditions, and their evolutionary brand of socialism precipitated the Labour Party, albeit by way existing parties without forming any political party or groups of their own, but would support any party, or any individual candidate or member of Parliament, who, for the time being, seemed to be promoting the growth of Socialism. 4 Historians typically place Bland in the first category whilst failing to distinguish between Fabians belonging to the second and third categories. To highlight this distinction, we will analyse the views of the two leading Fabians: Shaw advocated a strategy akin to that of the second category, and Webb proposed a strategy akin to that of the third category.
The different political strategies of Shaw and Webb derived from their respective theories of rent. 5 Shaw developed the arguments of nineteenthcentury Radicals in a similar way to those O'Brienites who became Marxists. 6 He thought economic rent was due to natural advantages of fertility and location, but he also identified various monopoly payments made for the privilege of using the means of production at all. 7 Like the O'Brienites, he argued that monopolies enabled capitalists and landlords alike to charge the workers for access to the means of production. 8 Like the O'Brienites, he argued that the amount that the monopolists could charge the workers was determined by an iron law of wages that meant the workers had to accept subsistence wages. Thus, his theory of rent suggested that the capitalists' monopoly of capital enabled them to purchase labour for less than the value of the commodities that that labour produced. Capitalists, qua monopolists, exploited the workers. There was a class war, but this class war was one reflecting a Radical hostility to monopolists at least as much as a Marxist hostility to capitalists. To Shaw, Radicalism was a class-based ideology which recognised the irreconcilable clash of interests between workers and monopolists. Socialism merely made explicit the underlying basis of Radicalism.
6
In 1884, Shaw, like Bland, left the Marxist, Social Democratic Federation (S.D.F.) for the Fabian Society, not because he thought that the class war was an illusion, but because he did not think that the workers were revolutionary. 9 As Bland explained that "the revolt of the empty stomach ends at the baker's shop," so Shaw maintained that "an army of light is no more to be gathered from the human product of nineteenth-century civilization than grapes are to be gathered from thistles." 10 Shaw believed in a parliamentary road to socialism. Yet he argued that the reality of class conflict meant socialists could not expect any help from the owners of property, that is, the monopolists. A new party was essential because the Liberals represented the monopolists, a class whose interests were diametrically opposed to those of the workers. Thus, as Bland called for "the formation of a definitely Socialist party," so Shaw told the editor of the Scots Observer that "I thirst for the blood of the Liberal Party; and if ever your sham fight with them becomes a real one, you may come to me for a lead." 11 Shaw wanted a new, socialist party. He asked that a Fabian manifesto "emphatically repudiate the Liberal Party and denounce Gladstone in express terms": we should "proclaim ourselves, not an advanced guard of the Liberal party, but definitely SocialDemocratic." 12 The S.D.F. entered three candidates in the general election of 1885, but they all polled appallingly. 13 Shaw contrasted unfavourably the lack of support for these socialist candidates with the size of a demonstration of socialists and Radicals to defend a speaker's corner earlier that year: "out of our wonderful show of 50-70-80 or a hundred thousand men at Dod St., the polling has proved that not a hundred were Socialists." 14 Clearly, Shaw concluded, a new party was not feasible since most workers were Radicals, not socialists. The current task of socialists was to drum up the support needed for independent action sometime in the future.
7
Where were socialists to find support? Shaw argued that the only differences between Radicals and socialists were ones of degree, and before long the Liberal Party would split in two with the Radicals joining the socialists. Liberals and Radicals were not natural bedfellows. They could cohabit momentarily only because of their mutual concern with home rule for Ireland. Once this disappeared, they would go their separate ways. Thus, "home Rule is not eternal, and when it is settled, the via media vanishes." 15 Shaw believed that the true inclination of the Radicals was towards socialism: the Radicals, being workers, logically ought to line up against the monopolists who controlled the Liberal Party. Thus, Shaw wanted the Fabians to declare themselves "prepared to act with the Radical party as far as that party pursues its historic mission of overthrowing Capitalist Liberalism in the interest of the working classes, but utterly hostile to it as far as it is only the tail of the National Liberal Federation." 16 Clearly, he did not foresee the Liberal Party being driven to socialism by the wire-pulling of the Fabians. Rather, he looked to a split in the Liberal Party leading to two parties, one of which would consist of monopolists, Conservatives and Liberals alike, and one of which would unite workers, Radicals and socialists alike. to pursue a Fabian policy and "throw in their lot with the Radicals" since "socialism must be established, if it is to come at all, by the whole working class of the country." 18 Socialists should co-operate with the Radicals because they need the support of the workers, not because they need the help of the Liberals. Indeed, whereas socialists could work with Radicals, since most Radicals were workers who opposed monopoly, they could not work with Liberals, since most Liberals were monopolists who defended private property.
Unlike Shaw, Webb regarded interest as strictly analogous to land rent. 19 As land rent derives from advantages of fertility and location, so interest derives from advantageous industrial circumstances. Webb objected to interest on the grounds that these advantages were neither necessary to attract capital, nor a result of entrepreneurial ability, but rather the effect of social forces. Society created the social advantages which made some capital more productive than other capital; from the perspective of the individual, interest was the result of "opportunity and chance." 20 No surplus value was taken as a tribute from the worker: all surplus value was social value. Thus, since society, not the working-class, was exploited, there was no class war, and so no need for a new party.
When, in 1886, Webb first declared himself to be a socialist, he advocated moralisation of the capitalist, not collective ownership of the means of production. 21 When, around 1888, he turned to collectivism, he did so, not because of economic theory, but because he began to identify socialism with the efficient organisation of society as prescribed by empirical sociology. 22 Webb believed socialism was based on scientific knowledge of the 9 requirements of an industrial economy. Thus, he argued that socialism could arise from experts appealing to the reasonableness of a policy-making elite:
socialists would triumph by rational argument because the "intelligence of the natural leaders of the community" would lead them to recognise the need for socialism. perspective that he complained to his future wife, Beatrice Potter, that "it is difficult to know how to treat the Liberal leaders" since "they are generally such poor creatures, and so hopelessly 'out of it'" -"I wish their education could be taken in hand in some way that would save the Fabian Society from becoming more and more conceited." 26 In the late 1880s, however, Webb became concerned that the Liberal politicians were not listening to the advice of the Fabians, and so he extended his strategy to include permeation, that is, the tactic of joining local Liberal Associations and using them as platforms from which to gain the ears of the Liberal elite.
Webb opposed independent parliamentary candidates. He thought independent action was unnecessary because the existing parties could be shown the impartial advantages of socialism, and so led to introduce suitable legislation; and he thought independent action was impolitic because it would antagonise the local Liberal Associations which were an important channel for The Fabian Society included people other than Shaw and Webb, so we will examine the history of the Society from 1884 to 1890 in order to see how these two views of permeation functioned within the Society as a whole. When we do so, we will find that the early Fabian Society was dominated by people such as Shaw. The early Fabians, far from hoping to foist socialist policies on a recalcitrant Liberal Party, typically wanted a new party through which socialists and Radicals would advance the interests of the workers. Shaw was not a maverick. He represented the dominant outlook amongst the early Fabians.
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The founding Fabians were extreme Radicals. They had backgrounds in the S.D.F. and the Land Reform Union (L.R.U.). 28 The first executive committee of the Society consisted of Bland, Podmore, a land reformer, and Frederick Keddell, a Marxist who soon left to commit himself entirely to the S.D.F. 29 The second executive consisted of Bland, Alice Hoatson who was Bland's lover, Pease who was a fringe member of the S.D.F., Shaw who was also associated with the S.D.F., and Mrs Wilson, an anarcho-communist who followed Kropotkin. Society, and now she held public debates with prominent secularists, as well as speaking at individual branches and other local clubs. 34 Shaw, his most recent biographer tells us, gave sixty-six public lectures in 1887 alone:
"every Sunday he spoke, usually in the London area, sometimes against the blaring of brass bands, often at workmen's clubs and coffee houses, to secular societies and radical associations, expounding and arguing from squalid platforms in dens full of tobacco smoke, to a little knot of members." 35 The goal of such propaganda was always a new party. In 1886, for example, the The Radicals are at last conscious that the leaders are obstructing them; and they say to us, in effect, 'Your policy of permeating has been successful: we are permeated; and the result is that we find all the money and all the official power of our leaders, who are not permeated and cannot be permeated, arrayed against us. Now show us how to get rid of those leaders or to fight them'. Nonetheless, Shaw warned, there remained the difficulty of political organisation. Certainly there was enough support for an independent party, but "it is one thing to make people shout and another to make them pay."
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No doubt the workers could finance an independent party, but they did not do so because they preferred beer and football to liberty. Thus, "there are unfortunately very few constituencies in which the Working Classes are politically organised enough to take the overwhelming lead in politics which their superiority in numbers has placed within their reach." 61 Any workable strategy had to take account of this fact. Further, the poor organisation of the workers meant that, given Britain's first-past-the-post electoral system, 20 there was a danger that an independent candidate would not only fail to get elected, but also split the progressive vote, thereby enabling a reactionary to triumph. Shaw, therefore, advised the workers to run independent candidates only if the candidate had a good chance of winning or of polling well enough to make the labour cause respectable or if the Liberal and Conservative candidates were equally backward on labour issues. Elsewhere the workers should support the most progressive candidate amongst those available.
The Fabians adopted Shaw's proposals as their manifesto for the general election of 1892. They supported Tillett as a labour candidate in Bradford because they believed that he had a chance of victory, but they backed Morley against a labour candidate in Newcastle because they thought the latter wrong to stand as his cause was hopeless and he would split the progressive vote. At the 1891 T.U.C., Hardie had proposed a penny levy on union members to finance a parliamentary fund for labour candidates, but his motion had been defeated by two hundred votes to ninety three. Now, however, the 1893 T.U.C. both declared for public ownership of the means of production, and passed Tillett's motion providing for financial aid to labour candidates in local and Indeed, we might allow that, like Shaw, the founders of the I.L.P. set out to promote the interests of the workers understood in Radical terms. We might note that a number of the founders of the I.L.P. had been members of the Fabian Society, but not of a Marxist group; and, we might suggest that they found the Fabian Society a congenial setting precisely because people such as Shaw identified socialism with both the Radicalism in which they had been brought up and the interests of the workers. 
